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        To Florence, the grumpy dog –

        13 years were long, but they will never be enough.

        Your paw prints will always be in my heart.
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      My shrink senses were tingling. 

      Tuesdays were usually the quietest day at Street Team Events, a pause before hump day, when people could breathe and prepare for the rush toward the weekend. This particular Tuesday, however, was far from calm: my calendar was packed with back-to-back meetings, leaving me with little time to breathe or do anything else. But as soon as I got back to my workstation that afternoon, the unmistakable sense of someone needing me tugged at my awareness, making me pause.

      “Meah! I need to talk to you,” Elaine Ching, my teammate, declared. She jumped from my chair, where she had been spinning in slow, lazy circles. “Wait, have you seen the new media guy?”

      “Huh?” I asked, momentarily confused by the sudden switch. She sounded distressed when she called me, but it vanished when she changed the subject.

      “Chasing Daylight’s media guy. The one we had to hire last minute,” Elaine replied.

      I knew that; I was the one who received the frantic call yesterday afternoon about hiring the said guy. And I knew he was coming in today, too, but alas, I was stuck in meetings all day.

      Elaine continued, “I saw Sir Ian with a new guy in the lobby earlier. I think that’s him.” She glanced at the main door as she said this, so I did, too, as if I’d still find them there. “Von told me he’s ‌friends with all the bosses here, and he used to work at an international ad agency. Do you know anything?”

      “No, but I can tell you about him when I meet him later,” I said, trying not to be impatient. I put my laptop on my desk, deciding not to sit since I only had ten minutes until my next—and last, thank god—meeting for the day. My boss was in this one, so I couldn’t be late, but I also didn’t want to leave Elaine if she needed me. “Is that why you wanted to talk?”

      She blinked, and the fingers clutching her phone visibly tightened. Everyone had a tell—sometimes in their eyes, sometimes in their voice, and often in how they fidgeted. Elaine’s tell was in how she’d hold her phone like a lifeline, grumbling as she scrolled and searched the internet for answers. These tells varied from person to person, but they always meant they wanted to talk about something. Specifically, with me, because somehow people found me whenever they needed to vent, as if there’s a sign above my head that lit up, announcing, “The therapist is in! Talk to me!”

      For the record, I’m not a therapist. I almost was, and had been working toward becoming one, until a few years ago when I quit halfway and shifted to a new career. But even before I got my undergraduate psychology degree, I had always been the one my friends turned to for emotional and mental support. I didn’t mind; I thought it was cool that I could help people this way, and I enjoyed being right, especially in weeding out jerks who dated my friends.

      “No, not that.” She exhaled, the worry so clear in her voice that I braced for terrible news. Did something happen that she couldn’t join this weekend? But all she said was, “What’s a good third-monthsary gift?”

      Ah. I bit back a snort as my shoulders relaxed. I glanced at the digital clock on my desk. This shouldn’t take long. “Well, what does your boyfriend like?”

      “Video games. Movies. His cat.” She paused. “Should I get something for his cat?”

      “Not unless it’s also his cat’s birthday. How about a DVD of his favorite movie?”

      Elaine wrinkled her nose. “Who even owns a DVD player nowadays?”

      “Hey, I still have one!” I retorted good-naturedly. “But you know your boyfriend best. What would make him happy?”

      Her expression softened, and somehow I knew exactly what she was about to say. “He said my love makes him happy.”

      This time, I didn’t stop myself from snorting. “Wow, baduy, ha.”

      She shot me a glare, then we both dissolved into giggles. Working in events meant long hours of travel, ingress, and egress, and those were prime time for life and love discussions with colleagues. Elaine had told me about Patrick, a high school crush she had recently reconnected with. Despite chatting every day and meeting regularly after that, she still agonized over what everything meant, so I told her to ask him out so she’d know. It took her some time and a lot of convincing from me before she finally acted, then she wrote the message and asked me to send it. The answer was instantaneous, and the rest was history.

      “How about a graphic novel version of his favorite movie?” I suggested once our laughter had died down. “Superhero movies have comic equivalents, right?”

      Elaine clapped. “Yes! Patrick likes comics, too. Why didn’t I think of that? Thanks, Meah, you’re such a lifesaver!”

      “Grabe, di naman, but you’re welcome!” I waved her off, even as a warm satisfaction filled my chest. I loved this. Helping people, giving them clarity over something as small as a monthsary gift to big things like getting over an ex? Best feeling ever. It wasn’t about having all the answers—because, let’s face it, who did—but about helping the other person with the right questions. People often knew what they wanted to do in the first place, and my job was to nudge them in that direction.

      Elaine said goodbye and left, fingers flying over her phone’s screen with a spring in her step. When did I last celebrate a monthsary? Too long. The warmth dissipated a bit, making room for a tiny, familiar twinge, but my phone chimed, and it was time for my next meeting. I picked my laptop up again, its solid weight in my arms reminding me how long this day had been.

      “Hey, we’re going to the same meeting, right?” Cara Fernandez, Street Team Events’ Talent Director, said, pausing at my desk. “Sabay na tayo. Oh, and your dress is so pretty!”

      “Thanks!” I beamed, twirling to do a little curtsy. The blue-and-white off-the-shoulder dress had been one of my favorite pieces. It made me feel extra girly and feminine, so I saved it for days when I had important meetings or when I needed a pick-me-up. Today was a combination of both. “I got it on sale, too.”

      “Bagay sa’yo! We should go shopping sometimes; I never get lucky with sales.” Cara grinned. “You know, when our workload gets lighter.”

      Which meant never, because working in events meant we had little to no concept of a “light workload.” Don’t get me wrong; I liked my job a lot, and our bosses always pushed for work-life balance. But weekends were workdays for us, and sometimes it would take us weeks to even catch a long enough break. Especially now, when we’re busier than ever with summer in full swing and companies clamoring for one event after another. It didn’t help that we had also booked the biggest project we’d had this year—maybe ever: the Chasing Daylight tenth anniversary concert tour.

      “Hey, so Elaine told me that the new media guy is your friend?” I asked as we walked. 

      Cara nodded. “Yeah. He’s between jobs now, so he could take on this project. Must’ve been super stressful for you yesterday, huh?”

      “You bet,” I said, shaking my head. I’d had my fair share of concerts in my almost years in Street Team, but they weren’t on the same scale as the Chasing Daylight tour. This time, the local promoter hired us to handle logistics and program direction for all tour stops, which I would lead. “I was just bragging to Sir Ian about how we locked everything in, only to get that call. The tour is in four days!”

      “Ah, the wonderful world of events,” she replied with a chuckle. “But don’t worry. Our friend used to work for an ad agency in Singapore, so this is a piece of cake for him.”

      The band’s media lead would be responsible for coverage across the entire tour, from managing media appearances to updating the band’s social channels. The Creatives team would be across these tasks, but since the new guy was joining us for every stop, I had to take care of him, too.

      “Otep’s a great guy. I think you two will get along,” Cara finished with an encouraging smile as we reached the boardroom.

      I blinked. “What’s his name?”

      “Oh, sorry, that’s our nickname for him. His name is Joseph.” She pushed the door open and stepped in, leaving me no choice but to follow.

      The Street Team boardroom had the prettiest view of the city skyline, and now that the day was ending, the sun bathed the meeting room in golden light. But I couldn’t appreciate it—the name Cara mentioned nagged at me. It was a common name, but what were the odds of me hearing that again, on this day, too? I was still thinking about it when a voice cut across the room.

      “Hey.”

      What.

      “Otep!” Cara exclaimed. “Thank you so much for being here. How are you?”

      Her question earned a low laugh that made my heart sputter. “We literally saw each other earlier.”

      No way.

      “Meah,” my boss, Ian Balboa, called. I turned, bracing myself as he continued, “I’d like you to meet our friend, Joseph Rodriguez, the band’s new media lead. Joseph, this is Meah Constantino. She’s our director for this tour.”

      Oh my god, it was him.

      How should one react when the person you never wanted to see is suddenly right in front of you? But that wasn’t quite accurate, because I wanted to see him, at least for the first few months after we met. Until I grew so angry that I resolved to forget him, and I carried that anger until now.

      And yet, my heart leapt at the sight of him. He was the one I was supposed to get along with? The guy I met three years ago today—the one who had ghosted me right after?

      Our gazes locked, his eyebrows rising in recognition. Oh, my god.

      My boss was in the room, right. I plastered a smile on my face and approached, extending my hand. “Hello, nice to meet you.” What the hell are you doing here?

      “Hi.” Joseph’s handshake was firm and brief—almost curt, like the way he practically spat out the greeting. His lips curved at the edges, polite, but with zero trace of familiarity or recognition this time, as if I were a stranger to him.

      Did I make a mistake? But no, I knew those dark eyes. And those lips…and, let’s not go there.

      I took a small, fortifying breath. “We’ve met, right?”

      “Did we?” He still sounded polite, but more aloof now. Beside him, Sir Ian and Cara exchanged a glance.

      “Three years ago.” To this day, I wanted to add.

      There. Joseph’s eyebrows tightened. Triumph and relief rushed through my veins, and I was about to say something to jog his memory further, but he blinked, and it was gone. “Remind me where again?”

      What the. Did he just…? My cheeks burst into flames, and I struggled to answer. The events from three years ago tumbled out of the box I shoved them in, back when I realized he had ghosted me.

      The door to the boardroom opened again, and Ruth Garcia, our Creatives Lead, burst in. “So sorry I’m late. Otep, good to see you! Let’s start this meeting.”
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        * * *

      

      Three years ago, I took a break.

      It took me a long time to admit that I was running on empty in the middle of grad school, years into my journey to becoming a clinical psychologist. I tried to ignore it at first, attributing it to exhaustion, until the dread felt like it was suffocating me and I wrestled with the idea of quitting.

      So, I went on a trip. By myself, for the first time.

      The white sand shores of Boracay welcomed me like a friend a few months later. It wasn’t the best place for some quiet reflection, but I caught a surprise airfare sale, and the island was familiar, so at least I knew my way around and ‌could do things by myself without being too alone.

      I spent most of that week-long trip sleeping in, sunbathing, and swimming until my fingers wrinkled. I booked group tours and activities, and met a lot of new people with no commitment to be their friend. For the first time in a long time, no one knew how I was; no one talked to me about their problems, and no one expected anything of me.

      On my second-to-last night on the island, I joined a pub crawl. I found the event on social media; its page was full of photos of happy people in bright yellow shirts, and I was curious what made them seem to be having the time of their lives. Alcohol was part of the answer, judging by the shot of tequila they offered upon registration, but there was also that magic of meeting new people that made the whole thing so exciting. My introverted friends would never.

      The crawl covered five bars along Station 2, and by the second stop, the staff paired us with people we hadn’t spoken with yet. That was when I met him.

      His name was Joseph, written in neat block letters on the left side of his shirt. His sleeveless shirt showed off his arms, skin brushing against mine as the staff tied our arms together with a tie-dye bandana. He was easily the most handsome guy in our group tonight for me, since most of our crawl-mates were foreigners who weren’t my type. But he also had an indifferent air about him, which made him look a little unfriendly. Luckily, conversations were part of my day job, so I asked the first thing that came to mind: “What do you hope to get out of this event, Joseph?”

      Immediate cringe. What was that question? Was I at work? Whatever happened to wit? To flirting?

      His eyebrow arched, and he took a slow drink from his beer. Heat marinated ‌my face ‌with every second of his silence until the corner of his lips curled into a smirk. “That’s a question I haven’t heard before. Are you going to sell me a product?”

      This challenging, almost obnoxious tone would make others back down on a typical day, but I wasn’t like other people, and this wasn’t a typical day. I was a stranger on an island far away from home, with a full glass of mojito and two shots of tequila swirling in my system.

      I smirked back. “The only product I offer is my presence, and that comes at a cost. Will you answer my question, or do you want me to ask something else? How about, what’s your favorite color?”

      “It’s green,” he answered. Joseph’s irises sparkled under the bar’s disco lights, his gaze lingering on mine, dropping to my lips for a fraction of a second, my pulse skittering. Then his smirk morphed into a confident smile. “And maybe you could help me figure out what I want to get out of this event, Meah.”

      There was none of that during the meeting. Joseph remained serious the whole time, his attention fixed on Ruth, who explained everything about his role that the band had turned over to us. The only time he spared me a glance was when I talked about the schedule, but he seemed to be looking over my shoulder, avoidingeye contact. He sped out of the room as soon as the meeting finished.

      Seeing him was enough to send me back down memory lane, to that first night. It was as if it all happened yesterday, ‌the way my mind played it like a movie, wallowing on all the things I thought I buried away. How did he know the people I worked with? Why didn’t I know this?

      Did he really not remember me?

      I wanted to talk to him, to demand ‌an explanation, but I couldn’t find him after our meeting. I also had somewhere to be tonight, and that was far more important than him, so the answers I had always wanted would have to wait.

      “Are you sure she’s okay?”

      Or not. Joseph’s voice floated in the empty reception when I stepped out of the main doors of the office. He didn’t even look up when the chimes over the door rang—he sat hunched on the couch, phone against his ear, eyes closed as he massaged his temple.

      “No, I’m still here. Waiting for the others,” he continued. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      The clear worry in his tone tugged at me, making me pause. Was he okay? Did he need help? I took a step toward him.

      Then stopped.

      Why should I care? It wasn’t as if he had been all warm and friendly with me earlier, not to mention the whole ghosting thing. The last thing he deserved was my time and my help.

      I stalked to the elevator and pressed the down button; its beep echoed through the reception area.

      “Oh—” A pause. “No, it’s someone else. I’ll see you soon. Bye, Gabe.”

      Silence. The hazy reflection on the elevator doors told me Joseph was looking at me. I kept my gaze on the panel as silence stretched, the tension thick and suffocating, until it snapped with the clearing of his throat.

      “Hi.”

      Why was the elevator still on the second floor? Our office was on the seventh floor of a twelve-story building—it wouldn’t take long to get here, right? Was it broken? Were they rescuing people on the other floors? Should I take the stairs?

      “Meah.”

      Joseph’s voice, and my name. Three whole years since I last heard that. I watched the number on the panel change from 2 to 3, sighed, and faced him.

      “What?”

      He still looked gorgeous, three years later. How annoying. The crisp, gray dress shirt stretched across his broad shoulders, sleeves rolled to show off lean forearms, his left wrist adorned with a leather-strapped smartwatch and his right with a red woven bracelet. His hair had been fluffy and windblown back then, but today it was brushed back and parted to the side, showing off his strong forehead and arched brows.

      Even that smug expression was the same. The worry that filled his body language had vanished, and the slight tic on his jaw told me he had noticed the sharpness of my response. “I just want to say that I’m looking forward to working with you.”

      I crossed my arms. “What are you doing here, Joseph?”

      “I’m here for work.”

      The “here” in my question meant back in my life, but sure, whatever he said. “Right. Here, of all places. For my project.”

      “Hey, I accepted the job because my friends asked, and it’s a good gig.” He shrugged. “But also, you’re working with my friends. Maybe you’re following me.”

      “How could I follow you when I had no idea where you were since we met?” I snapped. “You never answered any of my messages, and now you’re here. But wait, you don’t remember me, right?”

      “I can explain that.” The recognition was so clear this time that I had no doubt this was the Joseph I knew. “I remember you, Meah.”

      A thrill fluttered in my chest. “So you lied about not knowing me?”

      He shook his head. “I had some things on my mind today, so I didn’t realize ‌it was you when you came in. I’m not good with names and faces, sorry.”

      He said these lightly, but his words came at me like knives, deflating whatever thrill I felt a second ago. That was it? So none of that night mattered to him? Was I that forgettable?

      A few beats passed, and his smooth forehead wrinkled, regret pulling at his brows. “No, that didn’t come out right. That’s not what I meant⁠—”

      “No, I get it,” I cut him off. Frustration flickered on his face, and he took a step toward me, and I backed away. “We’re both here to work, so let’s focus on that.”

      A soft “ping!” announced the elevator’s arrival behind me—finally. I whirled as the doors hissed open, and fortunately, it was empty. I hurried inside, putting as much distance between myself and Joseph.

      “Please let me explain⁠—”

      “No.” Bitterness filled my voice, but at least it wasn’t trembling, like my hands were. “I understood what you said perfectly.”

      “Meah.”

      That was exactly how he said my name last time. Joseph moved toward the elevator, but I jabbed at the elevator’s close door button once, twice, and a third time for good measure. As the doors slid closed between us, I watched him take a step back, and the last thing I saw were his dark, troubled eyes.
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      “…what do you think, Meah?”

      “Huh?” My head snapped up at the sound of my name and found one of my best friends, Rain de Castro, smiling at me. She held her trusty tablet out to me, waiting for an answer to her question.

      Which I clearly didn't hear because I was too busy on my phone. “Sorry, what did you say?”

      “What do you think of this gown?” The screen of her tablet brightened as she tapped it again, revealing a picture of a woman in a dark blue gown.

      “That’s pretty.” The off-the-shoulder style was similar to the dress I wore now, but it had a sweetheart neckline with a fitted bodice. It had a flowing half-circle skirt that shimmered with an extra layer of tulle, making it extra fun to twirl when dancing. I’d wear it with more accessories, though, like a silver necklace and dangling earrings, with matching shoes and bag.

      But as pretty as this was, I still had no clue why she was showing it to me. “Whose gown is this?”

      “Yours.” She frowned slightly. “Are you okay, Meah? You’ve been out of it since you got here.”

      Ugh. This was Joseph’s fault. I spent the entire bus ride stewing about him and everything that had gone wrong, including the fact that he had been near me all this time. I couldn’t even find him on social media last time because I only had his first name, which a million people shared, but now I found him in five seconds. So surreal and so annoying.

      But my friends needed me, so enough of stalking a guy who didn’t care about me on social media. “Yeah, I’m fine. Sorry, it’s work, you know.” Technically true. Sort of.

      She dismissed me with a wave. “Don’t be. Remember who you’re talking to.” Rain was our resident workaholic, and her IT job was synonymous with extended hours. She’d disappear for weeks at a time when she’s in the middle of a big project, only to reappear when she needed a break or the work was done.

      We had been seeing ‌each other more lately, though. Rain still had the same amount of work, but she now had her eyes set on a bigger, more important project: getting married to the love of her life in eight months.

      And I was her maid of honor.

      Okay, focus. “Back to what you were saying,” I said, locking my phone and putting it face down on the table in front of us. “My gown? Didn’t we decide on a design last time?”

      “We did, but when I put them all together, it was too close to what we chose for our moms, so I wanted to get you something else.” She unlocked her tablet again. “Besides, I want you to stand out.”

      “Rain, may I remind you that it’s your wedding, not mine?”

      “I can’t have you wearing something similar to someone else!” she exclaimed with a huff. “You deserve the spotlight. Mark and I wouldn’t be here without you.”

      How could I say no to that? Rain and I had known each other since high school, but we didn’t become friends until we joined the same org in college, and became commute buddies whenever we had similar schedules. I would go down at Pasig, while she continued her trip all the way to the mountains of Antipolo, with the third person in our group: Mark Velasco, Rain’s best friend, neighbor, and her soon-to-be husband.

      Of course, they weren’t together back then, but I knew on that first LRT ride that they were in love with each other. Nothing happened for years, and I had front seats to them pining for each other, being in relationships with other people, but never each other, yearning for each other again when those relationships inevitably failed. It was kind of entertaining at times, like one of those Pinoy teleseryes that never seemed to end—until four years ago, they were both at the right time, and in the right emotional and mental state to be together. Of course, it took me hours of talking and encouraging them to talk to each other. Their love story was eight years in the making, but good things were always worth the wait.

      I tapped on the tablet’s screen to look at the gown again. It was stunning, and I’d look great in it. “If it’s not a hassle to change it, then sure, let’s get this instead.”

      “Never a hassle, ikaw pa.” She turned the screen toward her, and her fingers flew on it in her usual, efficient manner, and I knew she was adding the photo to her wedding folder. “I’ll show this when you’re up for measurements. Faith’s almost done.”

      Across the room stood Faith Alvarez, our other friend and Rain’s bridesmaid, with her back so straight that it would make my high-school-principal mother proud. Meng, one of Rain’s many cousins and her gown designer, held a measuring tape across her shoulders.

      “What’s next on your to-do list after this?” I asked.

      “Mark’s putting up the wedding website with our registry and RSVP, then I can send the Save the Dates.” She tapped on her tablet again. “We’ll meet with our priest later this week, check out florists, and talk to the jeweler Mark found for our wedding rings. And we have a food tasting this weekend. Do you want to join us?”

      I winced. “I can’t. It’s our first show this weekend.”

      “Ay, oo nga pala!” She slapped her forehead lightly. “Don’t worry, we can handle it.”

      “But you know I can still make it on weeknights, right?”

      “Meah, ano ka ba?” Rain squeezed my arm. “You’ve already done so much for us. We’ll be fine for a few weeks without you.”

      But the thought of not being there for every step of one of the most—if not the most—important events in my best friend’s life made me queasy. Her wedding was a once-in-a-lifetime event, after all, and I’d do everything in my power to make sure she was happy along the way.

      “Done! Your turn, Meah,” Faith called.

      Rain joined me to talk to her cousin about the new gown design and launched into a discussion of textiles, trims, and embellishments. Her penchant for details was a strength I’d always admired, but she could go on and on and on to ensure perfection. Our conversation was approaching the ten-minute mark when the doorbell rang. Rain immediately excused herself, practically skipping toward the door. 

      “Baby, you’re back!”

      Baby? Faith and I exchanged incredulous looks as Mark stepped into the unit and enveloped our friend in a hug. But her disbelief didn’t last long because the next second, her face lit up.

      Aaaaand here we go again.

      “French Fries!” The loud voice came from Nico Tamayo, Faith’s boyfriend, who followed Mark inside the condo. He sounded so happy that you’d think it was the first time they’d seen each other in days, but they worked in the same Catholic non-profit organization and had been together for the whole day. Faith beamed as she met him halfway and fell into his embrace.

      Hey, loneliness, old friend.

       I hated this. I hated it even more when I felt it when I was with my friends, but as someone who had been single for far too long—seven years since my last real relationship, and by “real” I meant it had a proper, actual label, not that muddy middle ground of almost-there-but-not-quite—while people around me got into happy, thriving relationships, keeping the loneliness and envy at bay can be challenging.

      Don’t get me wrong. I was truly and sincerely happy for my friends, and I couldn’t have asked for better partners than these men, but damn it if I didn’t want the same. Wouldn’t it be nice to break the hustle of work with a mid-week date, or to have someone help carry groceries, or talk to someone while I’m stuck in the middle of a Metro Manila carmageddon? I knew I wasn’t less of a person because I was single, but that didn’t mean I didn’t want what they had, too.

      Joseph’s smirking face flashed in my head. Nope, let’s not go there. Get a grip, Meah.

      “Um, hello? I’m here, too,” I said loudly. The measuring tape around my chest loosened, and I folded one hand into a puppet, moving my fingers as I added, “Hi, it’s nice to see you too, Meah!”

      Nico was the first to laugh and made his way to me to give me a quick beso. “It is indeed wonderful to see you, Meah.”

      “We would never ignore you,” Mark added with his usual boyish grin. “And surprise, we have halo-halo! I hope buko pandan is okay.”

      My preference leaned toward ube, but single people like me riding on the generosity of my coupled friends didn’t have the right to be choosy. I glanced at Rain’s cousin. “Is it okay to eat halo-halo?”

      She nodded. “Eat whatever you want. I’ll adjust your dresses even if it’s right before the wedding, so don’t worry about it.”

      “Then, thank you,” I said to the boys who grinned back at me, and the ache in my heart dulled a little.

      Meng finished with my measurements a few minutes later, then Rain and Faith joined us again to see the wedding gown in progress. I had seen pegs and sketches of the dress and veil from the early days of wedding planning, but this time, Meng had actual photos of the work in progress. I swear, Rain was radiant. She wasn’t always the most expressive person, so seeing her so openly happy and in love was such a gift.

      I pushed the lingering loneliness in my heart away and vowed to focus on this. None of my friends’ joys were stealing from mine, so there was no need to be lonely because they’re happy in their relationships, while I was not.

      “I talked to my sister today, by the way,” Mark said later, when Rain, Faith, and I finished cooing over her dress, which he wasn’t allowed to see, obviously. “She had a question about our guest list, babe.”

      “Babe?” Nico echoed. Faith tapped her boyfriend’s wrist in admonishment, but she was also clearly stifling a laugh.

      I raised my spoon. “Did I miss anything? When did this start?”

      “We’re trying it out,” Rain said, her cheeks flushing. “We never had pet names. Now that we’re getting married, it feels like a good time to do so.”

      “But why ‘babe’ and ‘baby’? Couldn’t you have chosen something else?” Nico asked.

      “Why not? You call your girlfriend a food item.”

      “She likes it!”

      Faith also raised her spoon. “For the record, I asked him to stop doing that several times.” Then she grinned. “But yes, I don’t mind it.”

      “See!” Rain huffed. She turned to Mark. “Anyway, what did your sister want to ask, baby?”

      There was a pause, then Faith, Nico, and I erupted into giggles. Mark eventually joined in, but Rain frowned, and I almost asked everyone to stop, but she shook her head and laughed along with us.

      As we were catching our breath, Mark answered his fiancée, “She asked if she could bring a plus one to our wedding. She’s seeing someone now, she thinks they might be officially together by then.”

      “Of course, she can.” Rain’s eyes sparkled. “We have extra seats for the entourage. That includes you, Meah.”

      I nodded. “I’m bringing Mom, remember?”

      “But she’s already one of our ninangs, so she can’t be your date.”

      I nearly choked on the cold, buko pandan-flavored jelly I just ate. Did she say date? “Who else am I going to bring?”

      Rain’s lips curled as she exchanged glances with Faith. Uh-oh.

      “You could bring Alex,” Faith suggested lightly.

      I knew it. “Why him?”

      “Why not him?” Rain motioned to them and to me. “He’s your friend. And we’re your friends.”

      “Yes, he is my friend.” I pointed to myself, then to her. “But you hardly know him.”

      “A wedding is the perfect time to get to know him, don’t you think?” Nico said. I scowled. And here I thought my fellow extrovert would take my side.

      “Fine, it doesn’t have to be Alex,” Mark said, showing me some kind of mercy. “But we want you to know that you can bring a date. We want you to have a good time during our wedding, too.”

      Joseph’s face flashed in my mind again, and my imagination immediately clamped itself to him. He could wear the same polo he had on today, with a blue tie to match my new dress. He’d be in the audience when I walked in, and he’d be beside me during the reception. Maybe we’d even dance.

      Wait. Stop. No.

      All my friends were watching, waiting. Hope shone on their faces, and I’d be a terrible person if I crushed that.

      “You know that I’m not seeing anyone right now.” Stating it out loud like that shouldn’t bother me, and it irritated me that it did. I summoned a smile. “So, sure, I’ll invite Alex.”
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      Contrary to what my friends believed, my friend Alex and I weren’t a thing. Alex Villegas and I met when I was eight, on the day we moved into our apartment, after my parents split up. He watched us from the screen door of the unit beside ours, and I walked up to him to say hi and declared we’d be friends from that day forward.

      I’d like to believe we were meant to be friends, since we were both raised by single moms and the only same-age kids in the compound. We went to different schools, but we’d do our homework together while we watched over his sister and waited for our moms to get home. Our mothers became fast friends, too, so it was like having a new extended family, which I really didn’t have.

      But we were never a thing, and we’d never be anything. Okay, we were something about a decade ago when we tried to be more than friends because people kept wondering and assuming we were. Now, Alex was attractive and kind, and he’d be a good boyfriend—just not mine. It took us three days to get the ick and confirm we saw each other only as siblings, nothing more.

      I understood why my friends would think there was something, though. They knew Alex existed, but I didn’t talk about him much, or most of my life, for that matter. Even as a full-fledged extrovert (ENFJ with a sanguine-choleric temperament), I wasn’t the type to share a lot. It may seem like I liked to talk, but most of what I spoke about were lighter topics, and I often asked questions and offered reactions to what they were saying. It might be the shrink in me, but also, my life wasn’t exciting.

      “Me? Your date?” he echoed after I told him about what happened with the others earlier. “Are you serious?”

      Alex was a writer for a local TV network, which meant he had an even more unpredictable schedule than I did. I didn’t think he’d be home when Faith and Nico dropped me off, so it was a pleasant surprise to see him at our door with my favorite burrito from the Mexican place near his office. I bought us our favorite sodas and settled on the garden chairs outside our apartment to catch up over a second dinner.

      “They are. But you’re free to make an excuse.” I shrugged, taking a drink from my soda. “Eight months to go. Anything can happen.”

      “But what if I want to go?” Alex mused as he took a bite of his half of the burrito. “Will you let me?”

      “You can.” I squinted at him. “But do you want to?”

      “Meah, you know I only talk to your friends when you allow us to. You’ve done a good job keeping us from each other.”

      “Not on purpose! It’s not like you can’t talk to them. You just occupy a different part of my life.” He wasn’t wrong, but so what? I wasn’t the type to mix my groups of friends. It worked better this way—I was there for Rain and Faith, while Alex was there for me. “Let me know if you really, really want to go. I mean that.”

      “If you say so,” Alex replied, still obviously not believing me. He put his burrito down on the plate and peered at me. “But this isn’t the only thing you wanted to talk about. What else happened today?”

      See, Alex got me. “I saw Joseph today.”

      A pause, then, “Joseph who?”

      “Alex!” I slapped his arm. “Joseph. Boracay guy.”

      His grin told me he already knew before I added the qualifying detail. “Your summer fling.”

      “He is not a fling.”

      “Sure. You just had the longest, most memorable night of your life with him.” Alex smirked. “I don’t know, that sounds like a fling to me.”

      But it wasn’t, because all we did was talk. I didn’t even sleep with Joseph. I had thought about it, sure, especially when the night wore on, and the pull between us got more obvious, but nothing happened. We were together, but not in the way people would expect when one mentioned they met someone in Boracay.

      And yet, everything happened.

      It didn’t take us too long to get into an easy rhythm of conversation, because we both enjoyed asking questions. But while my questions focused on him, Joseph’s were like throwing stones into still water, testing to see how far the ripples could go. He had an intimidating air at first, but somewhere between our third argument and my second bottle of beer—that he got for me—I caught glimpses of who he was underneath, and I liked him enough to stay.

      As the night went on, the other crawlers slipped off the tie-dye bandanas that bound them and moved on to different partners, but Joseph and I didn’t. At first, it was because we were in the middle of arguing between check-ins and carry-ons—check-in always; no way I was carrying everything in and out of the plane—but when that conversation ended, we moved on to the next topic. And the next. At one point, we had to remove the cloth strip that bound us together, but it turned out we didn’t need it anymore. We stayed by each other’s side, arms brushing as we walked, and as the night deepened, we settled by the shoreline with our drinks and stories.

      The sand was cool under our feet; the day’s heat had burned itself away into the salty breeze that tousled our hair. The waves lapped at our feet as our conversations deepened. Nothing specific, like names, birthdays, or hometowns, but more beliefs, feelings, what-ifs. What if you were invisible for a day? What would you do differently if no one judged you? How would you describe joy? What are three things you like about yourself?

      Joseph admitted he hated it when people avoided hard conversations, and I told him that my worst fear was being left out. We bragged about the food we could eat forever—my mom’s pork kare-kare, his dad’s spaghetti—and made a list of people we’d never share a meal with. When I asked him if he’d rather visit the past or the future, he said neither, because he liked living in the moment. When he asked me if there was anything I wanted to change, ‌the words surprised me as they came out, followed by relief. For the first time on that trip, I talked about why I was there.

      Before we knew it, the sky had lightened, the darkness softening from indigo to purple and pink as the first rays of sunlight broke across the horizon. Joseph stood, and my chest tightened, bracing myself for the goodbye. But he pulled me up, smiled, and said, “I’ll walk you back.”

      “So, what happened earlier when you saw him?” Alex’s slippered foot bumped against mine. “Was it the reunion you’ve been hoping for?”

      I made a face. “He said he didn’t remember me.”

      “No shit?” He paused mid-drink. “Sure, it’s been three years, but that’s not long enough to forget someone, right? Especially you.”

      Exactly. “But he admitted he did later when I ran into him. He said he wasn’t good with names and faces.”

      “Yikes.” Alex grimaced. “I’m sorry. So that night, you meant nothing to him?”

      “Gee, thanks for laying it out like that,” I said dryly, taking a too-aggressive swig from my can of soda. The carbonation burned my throat, and I wished it were strong enough to melt the sting of what had happened earlier. “The whole ghosting thing should’ve been a clue, but of course I expected more. How delusional of me.”

      This sucked. Especially with how the rest of the night unfolded. Joseph walked me back, fingers intertwined. The waves filled the silence, joining the pounding of my heart, while my now-sober brain knew that I wanted more of this, of him, beyond this island. We exchanged numbers when we got to my hotel, and just as I was about to ask him what’s next, he asked if he could kiss me.

      My fingers had gone to my lips as I remembered, only to drop them when I saw Alex smirking at me. “And now we’re working together for the tour,” I finished, unease settling in my stomach.

      “What do you plan to do now?”

      “I don’t know.” I put my drink back on the table. “It shouldn’t even be a big deal. We were in Boracay. I didn’t go there for a long-term relationship! No one who ever went there expected to meet their one
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